Mercury is a naturally occurring heavy metal. It is a silvery-white liquid in room temperature and normal pressure. The symbol of mercury is "Hg" came from its previous Greek name Hydrogarum meaning liquid silver. It is commonly named as quicksilver. Mercury occurs naturally in the earth crust. It is commonly found in "Cinnabar "in the form of mercuric sulphide. It exists in three forms i.e. elemental mercury, inorganic salts and organic mercury. The properties, uses and toxic effects are also different among these three types.
Uses of Mercury
The uses of mercury are known to mankind since ancient times. The reddish deposits of mercury in rock used as a pigment for colouring since prehistoric times. The Romans used mercury mines for the punishment of criminals. In ancient China, mercury was considered as a substance for longevity and immortality. Mercury was used for the treatment of Syphilis in the first half of the 16 th century. It was used for tanning of felt for hats in the 17 th and 18 th centuries.
Though the use of mercury and its compounds have been reduced over the years, it is still used in industry, in agriculture, in laboratories and in the health sector. Elemental mercury is used in medical equipment such as thermometers, sphygmomanometers, in medical preparations in indigenous medicine and for tooth fillings in dentistry. Skin whitening creams and soaps may contain inorganic salts of mercury.
The Release of Mercury to the Environment
Mercury is released to the environment through natural sources such as weathering, volcanic eruptions or due to anthropogenic causes. The anthropogenic activities are the main cause of mercury release particularly due to industrial emissions, improper disposal and mining of mercury, gold and other metals. Once released to the atmosphere mercury can be transformed to methyl mercury highly by microorganisms. It can be accumulated in organisms and bodies of animals and magnified at various levels of the food chain.
Human exposure and impact on health
Humans can be exposed to mercury or mercury compounds in different circumstances. It can enter the body through alimentary tract by consuming food contaminated with mercury or its products, through inhalation of mercury vapour during work or absorption through the skin. The level of toxicity depends on the following factors i.e. type of mercury, dose, duration of exposure, the root of exposure and the age or developmental stage of the person exposed. The foetuses are more susceptible to mercury toxicity. Methyl mercury has an adverse impact on the development of the brain and the nervous system. Elemental mercury and methyl mercury are toxic to the central and peripheral nervous systems. The acute inhalation of large amounts of mercury vapour may cause lung damage, have harmful effects on nervous, digestive immune systems and may be fatal. Ingestion of inorganic salts may cause irritation and corrosive effect to the digestive system and may cause damage to Kidney function. Neurological and behavioural disorders may be observed after inhalation, ingestion or skin contact of different mercury compounds. Symptoms include tremors, sleeping disturbances, memory loss, neuromuscular effects, cognitive and motor dysfunction.
Outbreaks of Mercury Poisoning
There were several massive disasters reported in the globe due to mercury poisoning. The disease known as "Mad Hatters Disease" was an occupational disease caused by chronic mercury poisoning. This disease was seen Mercury and Health among hat makers in the 17 th and early 18 th centuries who used mercury nitrate for tanning of fur to make hats. The workers were exposed to mercury fumes during the process of making fur to felt. They suffered from tremors, abnormal shyness, loss of coordination and irritability and the use of mercury in felt industry in the USA was banned in 1941. The largest disaster due to chronic mercury poisoning was reported in 1956 in Minamata city Japan. This was caused by the release of industrial wastewater containing methyl mercury into the Minamata Bay. The people who ate fish in this bay showed signs and symptoms of severe mercury poisoning which was thereby named as Minamata Disease There were more than 1500 deaths due to Minamata disease and 2265 people have been reported as victims of the disease. A similar disaster was reported in 1965 in Niigata, Japan affecting a large number of people in the banks of the river. An outbreak of mercury poisoning was reported in Iraq in 1971-1972 when rural people consumed bread prepared using grains treated with mercury-containing fungicide. This caused death among more than 400 people and affected over 6000 persons.
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Minamata Convention
The Minamata Convention on Mercury is a global treaty to protect human health and the environment from the adverse effects of mercury. It was agreed at the fifth session of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee on mercury in Geneva, Switzerland on 19 January 2013 and adopted later that year on 10 October 2013 at a Diplomatic Conference), held in Kumamoto, Japan. The Convention draws attention to a global and ubiquitous metal that, while naturally occurring, has broad uses in everyday objects and is released to the atmosphere, soil and water from a variety of sources. Controlling the anthropogenic releases of mercury throughout its lifecycle has been a key factor in shaping the obligations under the Convention. Major highlights of the Minamata Convention include a ban on new mercury mines, the phase-out of existing ones, the phaseout and phase down of mercury use in a number of products and processes, control measures on emissions to air and on releases to land and water and the regulation of the informal sector of artisanal and small-scale gold mining. The Convention also addresses interim storage of mercury and its disposal once it becomes waste, sites contaminated by mercury as well as health issues.
How to prevent humans from mercury exposures
 Prohibit mercury mining. This is not applicable to Sri Lanka as there aren't any mercury mines.

Limit usage of mercury in industries.
There are no major industries using mercury or mercury products as an ingredient. However, mercury is used in smaller quantities in gold industry for the separation of the gold from gold dust. Therefore, occupational exposure to mercury fumes can be a possibility, especially among small scale jewellers.
Phase out usage of mercury-containing equipment and promote the use of substitute equipment. Ministry of Health has already taken steps to substitute mercurycontaining thermometers and sphygmomanometers with digital equipment and to replace dental amalgam containing mercury with composite fillings.
Promote safe handling of mercury-containing equipment  Provision of collection/ transportation and disposal of mercury containing products and equipment.
 Preparation / enactment of legislation.
Establishment of permissible levels, Provision of facilities for laboratory testing.
Create awareness among general public, occupational groups on safe handling, measures to be taken during spillage/ breakage of equipment, safe disposal. 
